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OUTSIDE / INSIDE - An Imperfect Match         
One of the most exciting features of Superman’s adventures would occur from time to time 
when he travelled into the Fourth Dimension to visit his parents Lara and Jor El on their 
planet Krypton. He would emerge into a fantastical urban utopia. The backgrounds revealed 
wondrous strangely contorted soaring buildings intersected by a labyrinth of organically fluid 
superhighways in the sky. This 1930’s futuristic comic strip architecture seems to have 
predicted the cityscape of today’s Pudong and several other rapidly developing cities. 
 
Al Hamra Tower Kuwait – SOM (2011) 
However, some notable exceptions aside, twentieth century architectural Modernism and the 
subsequent International Style did not substantially deliver this enticing glimpse of the future. 
The Modernist godfathers doctrines of "Form follows Function" (Louis Sullivan) and 
"Ornament and Crime" (Adolf Loos) penetrated architectural design thinking for decades. 
http://www.architectural-review.com/the-big-rethink-farewell-to-modernism-and-modernity-
too/8625733.article 
To explain the resulting buildings, it is important to understand the background context to the 
Modernist era, which is generally accepted as being between 1915 and the 1970’s. It is 
particularly relevant that the early period of Modernism coincided with an era of widespread 
industrialisation. The cost of human labour (and individual craftsmanship) was systematically 
reduced by new techniques of mass production, assembly and construction. Simplicity and 
repetition, with minimal decorative detail, soon became the hallmark features of what was 
considered to be modern architecture. Tom Wolfe scathingly summarized the impact of 
Modernism in his entertaining book “From Bauhaus to Our House” (republished in 2009 by St. 
Martins Press)  “Wolfe’s delightfully witty, biting history of modern architecture is a scintillating 
high comedy of big money, manners and massive manipulation of public taste”  (Publishers 
Weekly)  
 Seagram Building  New York - Mies Van der Rohe (1958) 
Most significantly, despite this sweeping overhaul to the “barefaced buildings” (Wolfe) 
buildings that were being constructed, there was no corresponding change to the method of 
actually designing a building. Throughout the majority of the twentieth century, concept 
sketches, models and working drawings were still produced using pen and paper by highly 
skilled hands. This had been the case for hundreds of preceding years. 
This manual process was prevalent in architectural practice up until the early 1980's when 
CAD (computer aided design) was gradually adopted. Over the next twenty years, 
innovations and improvements to software were transformational. The method of designing a 
building evolved from a cumbersome two-dimensional process into a tantalising three-
dimensional exploration. 
http://www.cadalyst.com/cad/product-design/cad-a-glance-1982-2007-timeline-cadalyst039s-
25th-anniversary-celebration-part-5- 
More recently, the CAD system of design and documentation has become increasingly linked 
to the processes of manufacturing and construction. This critical factor is resulting in a 
fundamental change to the appearance of our cities. It has become plausible, at least, to now 
design and build complex and non-repetitive buildings without incurring prohibitive 
additional labour costs 
Superman's home city is finally being built all around the world.  
 
  
Galaxy Soho – Beijing – Zaha Hadid (2013) 
Twisted, contorted dynamic building forms are emerging that seem to confound gravity as 
well as the former tethers of Modernist doctrine. An extravaganza of shapes is now appearing 
on our skylines. The skilled manipulation of 3D CAD software enables architects to achieve 
usable gross floor space within an enticingly sinuous, but build-able, envelope. Office 
buildings, sports stadia, shopping centres, airports, transport hubs and sometimes hospitals 
are seen as opportunities for iconic cultural interpretation Individual buildings increasingly 
become marketing tools of civic distinction. Building developers clearly understand this 
enormous potential for impact. 
London has "The Gherkin", "The Cheese Grater" and the "Walkie Talkie". Shanghai has "The 
Bottle Opener". Beijing has "Big Pants" and "The Bird's Nest" and so on all around the world.  
 
CCTV Building (AKA “Big Pants”) Beijing – Rem Koolhaas (2012) 
CAD with its links to manufacturing and construction processes has made possible this 
effusive architectural expression, at least externally. Commercial buildings communicate with 
us. They seem speak to us about the character of the enterprise and internal activity you 
expect to find inside.  
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjAbKjcFATM 
 
Quadracci Pavilion, Milwaukee  -Santiago Calatrava, (2001) in 2001. 
 
Why then are the interior spaces of these expressively extravagant buildings often rather 
underwhelming? Frequently, there is a disappointing comparison between the exterior flourish 
and the interior spaces. This could be described as a 'Reverse Tardis" effect in which the 
excitement generated by the building's external shape and skin becomes somewhat crushed - 
internally. 
The ground level lobby spaces often do manage to retain some of the external excitement. 
However, the interior working spaces, particularly in commercial office buildings tend to loose 
this grand gesture.  
The internal activity - the very reason for the existence of the building – takes place in 
monotonous spaces that seem driven predominately by the need to accommodate 
administrative functions in dire need of reconsideration and workstation furniture. 
There are, of course, notable exceptions. Hassell’s ANZ Centre in Melbourne’s Docklands 
(2012) for example, demonstrates a refreshing reinvention of the way we can function in 
internal spaces. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nZYg9nGmlIM 
During the past decade a significant amount of research and reappraisal has been 
undertaken to examine how we work, the impact of technology and the workplace 
environment. 
http://www.afr.com/p/shaping_the_future_zmlwOuT8msp15VPgT1P3DLenvironment.  
http://www.woodsbagot.com/news/workplace-a-hot-topic 
Nevertheless, the internal outcomes are lagging behind the external architectural effusion. A 
pivotal point is upon us. Early cars were known as ‘horseless carriages’. Could it be that in 
our interior spaces, we have not yet grasped the digital era potential for freedom? 
Perhaps Clark Kent can help us? 
 
Michael Molloy  
 
  
